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Log Tobacco Barn

The importance of log construction to the tradition of vernacular
architecture in Calvert County cannot be understated. In tobacco barns
in particular, this method of building is recorded as having been one of the
first enjoying popularity in both the Eighteenth and Nineteenth Centuries.
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DESCRIBE THE PRESENT AND ORIGINAL (IF KNOWN) PHYSICAL APPEARANCE

The grounds about the Baltimore Gas and Llectric Comiany's Nuclear
Tower Plant at Calvert Cliffs includes the ruins of "Preston's Cliffs"
(CLVT 59) and several tobacco barns. Among these is a log barn located on
the north side of the entrance road about 100 yards northwest of the
Visitors Center.

It is a single pen log barn measuring 20' x 36! (Grooms) with a 13'
shed addition on the south side that appears to have been an original
consideration. Six rooms were added to the east end in modern times and
along with modern siding helps to obscure the original appearance.

The walls of the main structure are made of round logs saddle notched
with the ends allowed to protrude 6". The thickest logs are laid on the
bottom and appear thinner at the top. The bottom three logs of the west
end contain non-functional auger-holes. Twelve logs plus a squared plate
are laid to form walls wnich measure 10' to the eaves, The sill log rests
on fieldstone piers. The plates are sjuared to mecasure 10" x 6" in thickness
and, like most of the wall logs, they are continuous (they appear to have
cracked and have been spliced==not scarfed.) The end-plates are notched and
rest on the side-plates.,

An A-frame roof made of hewn timber rests on jolsts or tie-beams via
flat-false plates. Only every second or third joist is pegged into the main
plate, and the others are nailed with large cut-nails. The rafters are
attached to the flat-plate with cut spikes as well., The flat plate appears
to be pit-sam. DlNMost members of the truss system are hevn except that
every other rafter appears to have been sawn. There is no evidence of
shingles or purlins having been nailed onto the rafters of the west side.
This is evidence that the shed on that side is original to the plan or at
least that it is as old as the present roof.

This shed runs the entire length of the west side (36') and projects
13! beyond the wall of the main structure. Its longest plate has an 8
section scarfed into it on the west end. Tree-posts are mortised and
tenoned into this plate and fastened with trunnels.

4'8" wide by 8'5" high double doors vent the centers of the north and
south sides of the main block. A 4' x 3'2" door has been cut into the east
end, but unlike the others it is framed with modern cut materials and wire
nails. They are framed with older materials attached with cut nails. The
sills remain continuous except on the north side where it has been cut at
the door.

CONTINUE ON SEPARATE SHEET IF NECESSARY
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STATEMENT OF SIGNIFICANCE

The importance of log construction .o the tradition of vernacular
architecture in Calvert County cannot be understated. In tob.ucco barns
in particular, this method of buildin.: is recorded as h. wving been one of the
first enjoying popularity in both the Lighteenth and Nineteenth Centuries.

CONTINUE ON SEPARATE SHEET IF NECESSARY
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CT-59A Prestons Cliffs Log Tobacco Barn Constructed fall-winter, 1820
Later enlarged

This is a single pen log barn nine tobacco rooms long. Wide pedestrian doors
centered in the side walls kept most logs of manageable length. The wall logs are
unhewn chestnut poles locked at the corners with diamond notches. The sill logs are

supported above the ground by large rocks. The original roof was framed of reciprocal-

sawn oak: the rafters mortised, tenoned, and pinned at their apices, and the collars
half-lapped and nailed to the sides of the rafters.

Later, the barn was badly neglected. Late in the 19th century or early in the
20th, the roof was rebuilt and a shed added. During the reconstruction, as many as
possible of the old members were reused, so that original and replacement timbers
now alternate in the roof frame. Five tie beams are o0ld chestnut members hewn
four sides and pinned to the plates, while five tie beams are pine poles hewn top
only and toe-nailed to the plates. Six roof trusses were reassembled of sawn oak,
while four were new carpentered of pine poles. Original shingle lath was reused
for collar braces and the upper shed tier rails. 014 tie beam fragments were used
to prop the centers of the new and reused tie beams.

The shed addition is framed with cedar posts-in-the-ground mortised, tenoned,
and pinned to .the shed wall plate. The shed tie beams are reused from yet another
barn. The barn reconstruction and shed are roughly dated by the materials employed.
The new false plates (toe boards) are reciprocal sawn, and all nails are machine-
cut.

Still later, in the mid 20th century, the barn was enlarged with a six room,
box-framed extension. The extension probably dates after 1936 (see CT-598 below).

The 19th and 20th-century history of this barn is hardly exceptional. What
makes this barn of regional and perhaps even national importance is that carpenter's
marks on the logs of the barn allow us to extend its prosaic history of construction
and reconstruction well back into the 18th century. This barn may be a unique
survivor illustrating the transition from cheap, impermanent tobacco barns to the
well built, permanent structures that gradually replaced them beginning in the
18th-century.

Many of the barn logs have carpenter's numbers cut into them. These are not
assembly numbers. When log buildings are constructed, the logs are fitted, one at
a time, as the walls are raised. Rather, wall logs are numbered when they are
dismantled for reassembly elsewhere. At least two different groups of logs are
reused in this barn, both of which have two generations of disassembly numbers.

The present locations of the logs disregard all of the numbering systems. Seemingly,
the logs were not numbered when they were taken down in 1820. Therefore, this barn
was constructed of logs salvaged from two older barns each of which had been set

up and taken down three times. The present barn is the fourth structure in which
these logs have been used! Another permanent barn on this plantation (described
next) was constructed in 1818. On this plantation, the years 1818-1820 saw an
important shift from small, temporary tobacco houses that rotated around the
plantation with the tobacco fields, to permanent tobacco houses to which the crop
was brought by cart.

The construction of these two new barns was financed by the excellent tobacco
prices prevailing 1815-1820 ($8.04 to $13.33 a hundred weight).
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CT-39A : g Tobacéé Barn One predecessor constructed
fall-winter 1820

Present barn mid 19th-century
Later enlarged

Beside the entrance road of Baltimore Gas and Electric's
Calvert Cliffs Nuclear generating plant sits a modest tobacco
barn. 1Its gray shingles and siding conceal a remarkable
artifact testifying to the evolution of Maryland agriculture

over almost two centuries. The 1log core of the barn was
constructed circa 1835-1860 from material salvaged from older,
moveable tobacco houses, During the economic dislocation

following the Civil Wwar, the barn was neglected and its roof
failed. Late in the century, before it could be put back into
use, the barn and its shed had to be completely reroofed. Then,
in the mid-20th century, the barn was lengthened with concrete
foundations and sawn timber. The extension probably dates after
1936 (see CT-59B below).

Description

The tobacco barn is 15 rooms (60 ft.) long and 33 ft. wide.
Six of these rooms are in a mid 20th-century extension, an
extension box-framed on concrete piers. The mid 19th-century
portion of the structure is 9 rooms (36 ft.) 1long. It comprises
a log structure 36 by 20 ft. and an original shed 13' 5" wide.
The barn hung three tiers of tobacco in its body and another
three partial tiers in its roof space. :

The core. of the barn consists of a single 1log pen or
structure 12 logs high. The wall logs are unhewn chestnut poles
locked at the corners with diamond notches. Most of the sidewall
logs are only 15 ft. long, as wide doors are centered on each
side. Thus the structure required only 8 members a full 36 ft.
long: 2 sills, 2 logs on each side above the doors, and the two
hewn wall plates,. Large rocks support the sill 1logs. Hewn
joists span the width of the log pen. The rafter trusses are
nicely assembled of reciprocal-sawn scantlings mortised, tenoned,
and pinned at their apices. The shed on the south side is
original. It 1is framed around hole-set cedar wall posts
mortised, tenoned, and pinned to the wall plate. Shed and gables
were closed in with vertical planks.

.../contd.
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Late in the 19th century when the barn was rehabilitated,
little could be salvaged except for the log pen, shed posts, and
individual members. Fully half of the joists and almost half of
the rafters had to be replaced. The carpenters began the
reconstruction by rotating sound joists from the center of the
barn to the gables, (The moved joists are not pinned to the
plates. Those in their original positions are pinned.) The gaps
were filled with pine joists hewn top only. Then reciprocal
mill-sawn toe boards (plank false plates) were nailed to the ends
i of the joists, and the carpenters began setting up the rafter
trusses. Five trusses were reassembled of sawn rafters, four new
| trusses were assembled of pine poles, and one o0ld truss was
i reused more-or-less intact. (While not damaged by water, the
f carpenters broke it while pulling off the old roof. Thrifty
E souls, they salvaged the material by patching the truss back
l together with plank splices.) They then rebuilt the shed roof
i using a combination of old and new materials. Lengths of old
shingle lath and rafters reappeared as collars, collar braces,
and tier pole props.

Salvaged Material from Earlier Structures

The Wilson log tobacco barn bears evidence of not one but
many rebuildings. Little of the material used in its initial
—_ construction was new, All the wall logs were reused from earlier
structures, as were the plates, some of the joists, and an
unknown number of rafters. Shed joists and wall posts were
recycled from earlier sheds. Even the tier pole props down the
center of the log pen--slight hole-set posts--had been used in
two generations of earlier tobacco houses. But the most
remarkable evidence of recycled material are the old disassembly
numbers on the wall logs. Some of the wall logs had been used
and reused three times prior to being incorporated in the present
structure. n

The tobacco barn walls are a hodge-podge of numbered and un-
numbered logs. The numbers chopped into them are not assembly
numbers., When log buildings . are constructed, the 1logs are
fitted, one at a time, as the walls are raised. Rather,
i carpenters number wall 1logs when a building 1is about to be
dismantled for reassembly elsewhere. Ten of the logs have been
numbered twice, another thirty or so have been numbered once, and
over a dozen have no numbers, The present arrangement of the
logs bears little relationship to their numbers. Thus this mid-
19th-century tobacco barn was compiled from logs salvaged from
several older tobacco houses, a circumstance in which the
carpenter did not bother to number the old logs as he pulled them
down.

.../contd.
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It is not clear how many buildings were cannibalized to build
the present log barn and shed. Three of the eight different
numbering systems may be only variants used to distinguish
different walls. The other five, however, distinguish different
carpenters: 3 right-handed, 1 right-handed but using a broken
hatchet, and 1 left-handed. As more than one carpenter could
have numbered the 1logs of one building (working on different
sides), we can only say that the logs of several tobacco houses
are incorporated in the present structure. What is much clearer,
however, is that the predecessor structures were very similar to
the surviving building: 20 ft. wide, 36 ft. long, with doors on
the long sides and roofs three tiers high. At least one of the
predecessor structures was shedded. The only obvious difference
between the first build of the present structure and its
predecessors is that at least one of the earlier structures was
taller--4 tiers high in the body (both the tier pole props and
the shed wall posts have been shortened), and one of the
predecessor structures had timber false plates. (The shed
joists--but not the barn joists--retain the pin holes from
attaching thick false plates.)

Thus the owner of this plantation built tobacco houses to a
standard pattern, a standard that facilitated recycling materials
as he shifted his tobacco houses around the plantation as his
tobacco crop migrated to fresh soil.

Dating

How o01ld are these structures? Only one precise date is
available, The barn's hewn oak wall plates are recyled from a
log tobacco house constructed during the fall or winter of 1820.
The present log tobacco house is estimated to have been built
circa 1835-1860, and.probably near the beginning or end of this
period. (Tobacco prices were very low, 1842-1849.) The
twice~-numbered logs had been used in three generations of earlier
tobacco houses, but they might be only 15 to 20 years older than
the existing barn. (Under brush fallow rotation, tobacco houses
might have to be moved every five to ten years.) It is likely,
however, that they are much older. During three periods in the
late 18th and early 19th centuries, tobacco prices were so low
3 that tobacco may not have been grown on the plantation. If the
‘ present tobacco barn dates from 1850-1860, then the oldest 1logs
might only date back to the 1797-1808 high tobacco prices. If,
however, the present structure dates from 1835-1841, then the
oldest logs might predate the post-Revolutionary tobacco
depression. Additional tree-ring studies might distinguish
between these possibilities, While the quick-growth chestnut
wall logs probably are undateable, the south sill (original to
the 1835-1860 build) and some of the joists may be dateable.

.+ o /contd,
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There is no mystery why one of the predecessor structures was
constructed or reconstructed in 1820, Excellent tobacco
prices--$8.04 to $13.33 a hundred weight--prevailed during the
period 1815-1820. These high prices financed the construction of
a good frame tobacco barn on this same plantation in 1818. It is
the next described structure.
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Tobacco barn at Calvert Cliffs
Nuclear Power Plant
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